DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 225 520 ' | HE 015 882
[ ‘ ™
AUTHOR Morris, Jon D,
TITLE The Case Against the Comprehensive Exam.
PUB DATE [82] , . -
NOTE ‘ 12p.
PUB TYPE Information Analyses (070)
EDRS PRICE MF01/PC01 Plus Postage.
DESCRIPTORS Achievement Tests; Behavioral Objectives; *Cognitive

Processes; Competency Based Education; *Educational
Testing; Evaluation Methods; Higher Education;
Learning Processes; Performance; Problem Solving;
Reaction Time; *Student Evaluation

IDENTIF IERS *Comprehensive Examinations

ABSTRACT
The question of whether performance measures may be
more accurate than examination methods to assegs an individual's
abilities and knowledge is examined, based on a literature review. An
information processing view that focuses on the internal activities
of thinking and the relationship to external stimuli is considered.
Information processing studies indicate that: (1) a person applies
one's own rules and strategies in problem-solving, and (2)
comprehensive test is a general test that does not consider
that some individwyals may require more information or time t
the question. Attention is directed to "e
" or mechanisms that vary among individuals
that determine e learner's information processing approache
different learfiing tasks. The functioning of the executive co
process in a problem-solving activity is related to progressi
deepening and/reaction time. Progressive deepening-is a proce
humans go through as problem-solvers in a hypothetical action
proposed that\the evaluation of individuals exposed to -
performance-or ed instruction should include attributes off the
performance orientation, flexible time constraints, and freedom to
use one's own strategies. (SW)

he fact

ecutive
and
- for
trol

s that
it is

L]
***********************************************************************

* Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made *

* from the original document. *
***********************************************************************




ED225520

O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

C

THE CASE AGAINST fHE COMPREHENSIVE EXAM

Zige

" :

"7 by Jon D. Morris

: Instructor, Dept. of Mass Communication
University of Louisville :

Doctoral student in Curriculum and
Instruction at the University-of qurida

.

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION \\
NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF EDUCATION “PERMISSION e REPRODUCE i

EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

b/ CENTER (ERIC) v 4&
his document has been reproduced  as -
o ®
recewed from the person or Gryamzation A\ 4

ongnating it —__——m—m—z}‘_‘ - B

Minor changes have been made to improve N
reproduction quality » .
"8 Points of view of ;D;':hs s;;;a";] tr;.s docu - YO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOU‘R-CES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIQ) .

ment do not necessanly represent otficial NIE
pOstion or policy

iy




%

INTRODUCTION

The study of learning goes back at least 100 years. (Kulik and
Kulik, 1979). Ebbinghouse, Thorndike, Pavlow, an& Watsén, among others,
pioneered meEhods for exami;ing the relationship of thinking to learning.
Early stLdies indicated that leérniﬁg was‘predominately an external activity;
that is, a given stimulus was said to produce 3 given response with little
consideration given to the organism through-which this process must pass.‘
No matter the backg%ound, influences ;r composiﬁion of the organism, stimuli
wege;said to produce expected “‘responses. Unexpected responses were attributed
to deficiencies in the organism itself.

More receﬁtly, echational research and theory Aas focused on the
internal activities of thinking and the relationship to external stimuli.

©

From this focus, éducators have learned about the unanticipated responses
to sti'muli and, more importantly, the significance om'ldl\rldual difference“s.’r
Researcﬁersﬁnow believe that an unanticipated response to a particularlstimulus
may bé attributed to the way an organism perceives the stimulus ‘rather than with
any deficiency in the organism itself. d

Directly translated into educational practice, this focus on human under-
staqdingfand thiﬁking,’knbwn as "information processing' challenges the .
acphracy of standardized evaluation in certain instances. Does an examination,
for example, measure an individuals' true knowledge,aﬁd abilities or are there
qther important factors to be considered? Is it possible that inadequate

responses to examination questions may be attributable to lack of response

time, or varying perceptions of what the question is asking. Given the diff-

- Trences in individuals cited by the recent studieé in information processing,

- e e

would perforhance methods“of”evaluatipn be more accurate for some individuals
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. than comprehensive examinations?

The section that‘follows, is a review of the literature as it relates

:

to the above questions, and is an attempt to show that, in fact, performance

measures may be more accurate than examination methods when assessing an
4

individuals abilities and knowledge.

\
PERFORMANCE ﬂEASURES VS. THE COMPREHENSIVE EXAM !
Concerns by educators as to the -accuracy of the comprehensive exam-
iﬂation as a measure of a student's knowledge and ability are not new. In
1933, Jones examined the comprehensive examination in American colleges. In
his‘chagtervtitled "Improving the Examination', Jones cites an even eérlier
1918 English analysis of the written comprehension examination process and
its relationship to culture. According to Jones, Hartog, the edlucator, de- oo
plored the "tremendéus number of failures in the great mass of examinations in
: K the United Kihgdour-about S50 percent. This is partly because written¢examining.
is so mechanical. Iﬁ is geared for the masses and cannot. fit the individual".
(Jones, 1933, p. 221), G,
Jones added that many sugerior céilege students indicated they would nof
want to stake evegythiggﬁ;n such an examination. Discontentment with this
process ﬂaszcontinued through the decades, but research has offered little sup-
’port for thesé misgivings about the adequacy of the comprehensive exam, until |
the development of the information processing models of educational theary.
Rege@t,developments in human information retrieval and comprehension have
led psyc;ologistéALindsay and Norman (1972) to conclude that '"the development
of individual differences and idiosyncratic systems should be the rule, rather
than the exception. Understanding evolves through a combination of external

evidence and the internal operations that manipulate and redrganize the incoming

infd:matian“. (p. 432)
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Why does this recent information about how an individual thinks pose

 serious questions about theAcomprehensive exam as a valid measure for everyone?

To undergtand the need for performance measures rather than descriptive
measures in p rticular instaﬁces, one ‘must examine the "vigorou$ study of ~
cognition and"indiyidual differerices within an information—pr;cessing frame-
work”f(Doyle, 1979, p: 183). "The current fqgus, in other words, is not simply
ou the supportive atmosphere of the classroom; it is also on the activities that
occupy ;tudents' time during instruction”. (Doyle, 1979, p. 185)

Performance can be an important part of learning as well as an important

tool for the assessment of an individual's ability to apply this knowledge in

o
El

a problem solving situation.
"Knowing the recipe for preparing food does not, as many novice knows,
assureffhe success of the finished product. Extensive knowledge of vocabulary

s

and rules of grammar do not, in themselves, assure a Fthdent of the ability to
express himself anh his ideas in lilerary endeavors. It is for these reasons
that performance tests are sometimes important devices for assessing educational
achievements". (Ryan and Frederiksen, 1951, pp. 455-456)

~ Information processing studies according to Gagne (1977) have attempted to

construct a framework forvexplainihg human understanding. The relationship of

performance to theories of information processing is important to the field of

. curriculum and instruction because C & I is responsible for translating these

theories into practice.
| }Today's living calls fof problem—solving skills, conceptAformation,
data-processing skills, the ;bility to make judgement; and discriminate,
_ the ability to relate causes to effects, the ability to analyze, the

© ability to summarize and the ‘ability td‘form valid conclusions. In summary,

present day education places too much ehphasis on the learner's memorization

{ .




of information. Problem solving skills are neglected. (Burns
and Brooks, 1974, pJ 42-43)

Fr;m Information ProéessingVStudies, five important findings have
surfaced which underscore the need for inc}uding performance measdres when
planni?g curriculum and instruction. |

1) Although there is a lack of agreed upon tools for analyzing individ-

. ual exploratory behaviors, protocal suggests that a person gradually

‘accumulates new information about a problem by applying his or her
~own rules and strategies. (Lindsay and Norman, 1972) Thesé individ-
ual rules and strategies may be foreshadowed by thé rules and
strategies permitted by the comprehensive examination. A conflict
occurs then between the rules of the exam and rules and strategies

of the individual student. A performance measure may neutralize

these differences in rules.

2) The method by which the student learns andithe method by which .o
student is.éxémined should also be s%milar. If pefformance ﬁeﬁhods
are used as the p;iﬁciple tools for learniné they they should also
be used as the methods of evaluation.

3) Even though many comprehensive examinations attempt to measure
problem-solving skills and abilities as well as knowledge, exam-
inations cannot, in‘all cases function adequately because of the
differences in individual learning mechanisms. These mechanisms that
vary from individual to individual are‘often labeled "executive
control processes". "The function of the executive control process
isfgo determine the particular kinds of,information processing in
which the learner engages to accomplish particular kinds of lgarning
tasks.” They determine the learner's approach to one or moré ways of

»~ processing information". (Gakne, 1977, p. 59)
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Execut{ve control strategii?’yary from individual to individual and
" from task to task. There are two variables, however, that:are related

directly to the functioning of the 'executive control process' in a prob-

lem solving activity. One is the method of '"progressive deepening''. The

other is "reaction time".

: 4
A) PROGRESSIVE DEEPENING

Progressive deepeniqé, échrding to Newell and Simon, is a process that
humans go tﬁrough as problem splvers in a hypothetical action. (Eisenstadt
and Kareev, 1975) "Progressive deepening is a strategy based on a decision
tree:? Specifically, they (learners) pursué a branch until a decision can
be tested. Once it has been tested and found lacking, the problem solver
returns to the base and pursues another branch". (Davis, Alexander and
Yelon, 1974, p. 267).

In order to accomplish "progressive deepening' the performance oriented

individual must have at his or her diéposal tools for investigation and

anaiysis. The abili;y)fo(conduct research, to examine public reaction, and

to determine the féasiﬂiiity'within the current system are but a few of the
important aspects'of the pr;gressive deepening process in a performance orient—;
ation. In other words, the performance process of "progresslve deepening"
relies heavily on feedback. Feedback that is not available in the comprehen-
sive examination process. "Sensitivity to feedback is‘a major determinant
of a person's potential to improve his or her work." (Sternberg, 1981, p. 19)
This is vital in a performance orientation.

The "orientatiqn toward intellectual skills, toward what the student is
able to pérform, rather than what he knows, is an extremely important result

of developing educational technology. It has 'been the systematic development .

of procedures and techniques of instruction, based on psychological theory".




(Gagne, 1974, pp. 58-59)

B) REACTION TIME : . ////
L

The tools for evaluating learning competencies in cuxriculum and . //

instruction design using the procesé-performance oriented method should

be process-perf;rmance in nature rather than in th; form of a comprehen-
sive time lithiting examination. Enter then the second important variabde

in the executive control process in problem solving activities, ti?9£ Pan-
cheIla'(1974) says that 'reaction time' is an important aspect og/;peed—
accuracy realtionships. This 'reaction time' is credited wit@;é?oducing two
types of responses; stimulus controlled response and fast;ﬁyé;s response.

(Panchella, 1974, p.70) ny

Stimulus controlled responseé\allow the subject to take as much time

as necessary for an accurate response. This is indicative of the performance
process which allows the subject to ‘control his or ﬁg; response time, and
 thereb§ control the response.

Fast guess responses occur in situation which require.cognitive adjust-" -

ments to speed sﬁress. For some the comprehensive ex%m }s indicative of this.,
Thesewcognitive a§ju$tments maiuihvolve the alteratioﬁdbf the critiéal values
of the stimulus evidence which must be accumulated. In other words, the quan-
tity and quality of input may be reduced, because the evaluation of such input
has been removed from the subjects control. This, in turn, will lead to low

critical values, which will lead to fast reaction times and thereby produce

high error rates. (Panchella, 1974)

CONCLUSION X

After fifteen years of study, Simon and Newell, whose information proéés%
sing models inspired the psychological studies of Lindsay, Norman, and Rummal-
. .

harts; influenced the writing of Gagne, and led to the curriculum development

models of Eisner and others; concluded: "A few, and only a few of the gross




characteristiés of the human information-processing sxstems are invarient
over task and problem". (Hunt and Poltrock, 1974, p. 344)

Tasks and problems are as varied as the skills implemented to achieve
a solution. * "Ability tests seem to provide only the most limited measure;
ment of..... da.....skill". (Sternbefg, 1981, p. 19) This may be due in
part to the fact that a comprehensive éest is a general test. It doe;
not consider tﬁe fact that some individuals may require more iﬁformation
or m;;e time to sufficiehtly answer the question. Again; this is not due
to inability but strictly to an individual's process methods.

What ;eéms to'me fo"be important lessons to have come from program-
med instruction is, very simply, that instruction must be designed to
teéch the student the capabili§¥~of doing something not knowing something.
The notion of the berformance objective is important because it emphasizes
o the doing. To use other terms familiar to curriculum designers, the primary
purpose ofrinstruction is process not content. (Gagne, 1974, p. 58) .

Butgprogrammed or perfOfmanceipriented instruction's greatest‘strengtﬁ
is thag‘if can accomodate individual executive control strategies. That is,
progf;mmed instruction is flexible with :;gard to completion time and théreby
flexible enough to allow an individﬁal to implement his or her own methqu of
'progressive deepending'. h

It seems appropriate then that performance oriented methods should be
used in evaiuating the abilities of a person that has chosen a performance
route in instgﬁctidn; fhese evaluation methods should in turn include that
attributes of the performance orientation; flexible time constraints and

freedom to use ones own strategies. 3 . L -4

Aéébrdingﬁto Scriven, finding the Qalue or quality of an educational‘f Ve

product is a complex mgﬁter based upon various kinds of infofmation. Of his

‘““”thirtggp suggestions for assessing the value of educational programs or product
g /

Q ‘ T s . V‘h ; ’ “
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however, nine are concerned primarily with some sort of performance. (Gagne"
N L]

and Briggs, 1979, pp. 287-88)

“
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